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The competency based assessment framework provided by EPAS 2008, guides social work educators in identifying and assessing the educational outcomes of their programs. This new paradigm is based on the premise that the expression of the knowledge, values, and skills learned are evident in complex practice behaviors. While in the past, the assessment of performance has been delegated to the field practicum, this new approach challenges all components of the curriculum to find methods to assess competence -not only the knowledge students have gained but also how knowledge is evident in practice. Data obtained will provide feedback to students to promote learning as well as information to programs to "continuously inform and promote change in the explicit and implicit curriculum to enhance attainment of program competencies" (CSWE, 2008, p. 16) . Accordingly, educators are eager to find reliable, valid, and authentic assessment methods.
In a multi-project program of research designed to develop effective evaluation approaches for social work education, the Objective Structured Clinical Examination (OSCE) used in medicine and other health professions was adapted for social work. Testing of the adapted model demonstrated reliability and validity for both the adapted OSCE method and the evaluative tools developed to measure competency . The current study aimed to evaluate this newly developed approach as a method for assessing student performance at the completion of the first semester in an MSW graduate program, prior to entry into the field practicum and to determine the degree to which this method of evaluation predicted performance in the practicum.
Competence
In the United Kingdom and Australia, national governments embraced competency models for defining national occupational standards in a wide range of employment groups.
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Educators however were critical of this approach suggesting that when work tasks are broken down into ever growing lists of discrete, concrete, behavioral skills, the art of practice is lost (Hackett, 2001; Kelly & Horder, 2001; Leung, 2002) . Consequently, in the past decade American educators in professional programs have designed more complex and nuanced competence models. The American Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education developed six general competencies to guide the design and assessment of learning in all medical residencies. These include: patient care, medical knowledge, practice-based learning and improvement, interpersonal and communication skills, professionalism, and systems-based practice (ACGME, 2010). The American Psychological Association uses a cube model to define intellectual, adaptive, and creative capacities for clinical psychologists (Kaslow et al., 2004) .
This model integrates foundational, functional, and developmental competencies (Fouad et al., 2009 ). And, through EPAS 2008, social work has developed a complex model of competence with its articulation of ten key competencies and their related practice behaviors.
In a multi-project program of research we developed a holistic model of competence which identified two inter-related levels, meta-competencies and procedural competencies (Bogo et al., 2006) . Meta-competencies are overarching qualities and abilities of a conceptual, interpersonal, and personal/professional nature. Meta-competencies include cognitive capacities, specifically, the ability to conceptualize practice through the lens of the discipline's knowledge and values. Meta-competencies also include interpersonal dimensions that affect engagement with others -capacities such as self-awareness, reflection, and self-regulation. Procedural competencies refer to skills and techniques such as interviewing, conducting assessments, offering interventions, and communicating professional information through verbal and written methods. This model emphasizes the link between the cognitive processes involved in EVALUATING AN OBJECTIVE STRUCTURED 6 conceptualizing practice, the subjective experience of the practitioner, and the performance of skillful behavior. The challenge then is to design assessment tools which incorporate both of these levels of competence.
Assessment of competence has received considerable attention as educators in many disciplines conceptualize and define the components of competence and design reliable, valid, and authentic assessment tools. Examples of such tools can be found for instance, in medicine (Lurie, Mooney, & Lyness, 2009; Snell & Frank, 2010) and in psychology (Kaslow et al., 2007; 2009 ). The holistic model of competence developed by the Toronto team guided development of reliable field evaluation tools for students in direct practice and in macro practice (Regehr, Bogo, & Regehr, in press ).
Testing of online versions of these tools demonstrated high acceptability from students and faculty, high internal consistency and clearly reduced ceiling effect when compared with a traditional competency-based evaluation (CBE) tool. In our studies however, field instructors were uniformly vocal about the burden they experienced in serving as gatekeepers for the profession. They argued that the university program should take greater responsibility for assessing students' actual performance rather than continue to rely on field instructors or proxy measures used in courses, such as written essays and tests .
The OSCE Adapted for Social Work
The Objective Structured Clinical Examination was designed in medical education to provide an examination that would assess not only knowledge, but also clinical skills, have high reliability, and was standardized and hence fair for students (Harden & Gleeson, 1979) . It is now used in a range of health professions, for example in nursing (Watson, Stimpson, Topping, & Porock, 2002) , pharmacy (Austin, O'Bryne, Pugsley, &Quero Munoz, 2003) , and physical therapy (Wessel, Williams, Finch, & Gemus, 2003) . In an OSCE, students interact with a trained actor, called a standardized patient/client, in a scenario, and perform professional tasks. The student is observed and her performance is rated on a checklist or global process rating scale. In a review of the OSCE method over the past three decades, Hodges (2006) notes extensive empirical studies which provide support that the method has acceptable validity and reliability. Also, it is viewed positively by students and faculty members and is used frequently for periodic performance-based assessment in undergraduate medical education, specialty areas, and in licensing examinations in some countries.
Social work educators have used client simulations in teaching and evaluation for many decades. While systematic study is limited (Logie, Bogo, Regehr, & Regehr, in press ), recently there is growing interest in testing the use of OSCE in social work as seen in three studies Lu et al., 2011; Rawlings, 2008) . Rawlings (2008) compared students entering and exiting an undergraduate program on their performance of a one scenario OSCE where the client was dealing with grief issues. Standardized instruments with high internal reliability were used to assess direct practice skill and self-efficacy. The study found mean scores on all scales and subscales were significantly higher for students exiting the program than for those entering. Lu and colleagues (2011) used an OSCE to assess graduate students' practice skills in clinical competence and cultural sensitivity after completing a one semester course on clinical practice with diverse populations. Each student interviewed one of six standardized clients and was rated using a checklist developed and tested for the study. The checklist demonstrated high internal reliability.
Based on our previous research, we developed a theoretical model of competence which consists of the inter-relationship between procedural competencies and meta-competencies. To assess both these dimensions of competence we adapted the OSCE for social work to consist of two components: 1) a simulated interview which could assess procedural competence evident in performance of social work tasks and 2) a reflective activity which could assess metacompetencies which guide the practitioner in the interview . The original OSCE study consisted of five practice scenarios each involving a 15 minute interview followed by a 15 minute structured reflective dialogue. While the students interviewed the standardized client, a trained rater assessed their performance of procedural competencies using the OSCE Adapted for Social Work Performance Rating Scale. Following the interview, the rater used a structured set of questions to elicit students' reflections and critical thinking about their performance, using the OSCE Adapted for Social Work Post OSCE Reflective Dialogue Probes and rated the students' responses using the OSCE Adapted for Social Work Post-OSCE Reflective Dialogue Rating Scale. Evaluation of this approach demonstrated promising reliability in the OSCE approach and scales and demonstrated construct validity in that it differentiated between social workers in training and experienced workers.
The current study aimed to evaluate this newly developed approach, an OSCE adapted for social work, to assess student performance of the procedural competencies at the completion of the first semester in a graduate program, prior to entry into the field practicum. The Masters of Social Work Program at the University of Toronto has a delayed-entry practicum design. First semester courses include two companion courses, one on social work practice theory and one a laboratory that emphasizes integrating knowledge and values with skillful interviewing behavior.
Students must successfully pass these courses before entering the field practicum in the subsequent term. Formative and summative evaluations include typical written papers, reflections, and interview role plays with a fellow student accompanied by a written critical reflective analysis. A weakness of the later method is that role play interviews are not standardized and vary considerably depending on students' ability to play a client role in an authentic manner and the level of client difficulty they present. These variations in turn affect the complexity of the written critical reflective analysis. Course instructors were seeking a reliable and valid assessment method that reflected the inter-related competencies studied in these courses. At a program level we were interested in examining whether there was an association between competencies gained in the lab course and the subsequent level of competence gained in the field practicum.
The OSCE method tested in the original study was modified due to resource limitations.
Instead of participating in 5 scenarios, each student participated in 1 scenario and the reflective dialogue was replaced with a reflective written assignment, however the questions tested in the original study were used. This paper examines the effectiveness of this new evaluation approach.
Method
In December 2010, all 125 students enrolled in the Masters Program participated in a one-scenario OSCE as their final assessment for the Social Work Practice Laboratory. For each student the examination consisted of a 2 minute period to read a brief written case scenario and then the conduct of a one-to-one individual interview with a standardized client, played by an actor trained for the particular role. While the student conducted the interview a course instructor sat in the room and observed and rated the student. The rater was a member of the course team instructors other than the student's own instructor. The OSCE Adapted for Social Work Performance Rating Scale was used by the rater. Following the interview, the "client" provided immediate feedback to the student. Immediately following the interview and the feedback, the student spent 25 minutes in the computer lab providing written responses to a set of standardized questions, designed to foster reflection on the just-completed interview. The rater then evaluated the student reflections using the OSCE Adapted for Social Work Reflective Dialogue Rating Scale. The course instructor incorporated information from the scales in written feedback to each student as part of the overall evaluation in the Laboratory course which has a credit/no credit grade. Passing students began the field practicum in January.
Students were asked to consent to have their data used as part of an evaluation of this new method. Of the total 125 students, 109 students consented to participate in the study and allow the researchers to use their data. The data consists of student scores on: 1) the OSCE Adapted for Social Work Performance Rating Scale; 2) the OSCE Adapted for Social Work Reflective Dialogue Rating Scale; and 3) the Online Practice-Based Evaluation tool that was completed by field instructors and students at the mid-term and end of the field practicum. In addition, participating students completed a feedback form about the OSCE experience. This protocol was approved by the University of Toronto Research Ethics Board.
OSCE Scenarios
Two case scenarios representing authentic social work client situations were used in this evaluation: an isolated elderly woman needing home care services, and a young distraught mother of an infant where there was possible child neglect. Consistent with social work's emphasis on integrating diversity in practice (CSWE, 2008; NASW, 2007) issues regarding ethnicity, religion, age, gender, and ability were integrated in the cases. Case scenarios were those used in our original study and were designed in consultation with practicing social workers in the respective fields of service . Our holistic competence model (Bogo et al., 2004; 2006) Standardized patients/clients are given a number of verbatim statements with associated affect to offer at specific times during the interview so that all students receive the same factual information and emotional cues. As well SPs are trained to provide constructive feedback from the client's perspective, and in this examination to focus especially on responding to the student's efforts to develop a relationship, and to elicit and respond to surface and depth information from the client. Four actors were used to portray each of the two scenarios.
Training Raters
Faculty members who were instructors in the courses were trained as a group to rate the OSCE in a 3 hour session. Training included: review of the process and all materials; watching video recordings made in the pilot stage of the project of various participants interviewing the standardized client in the scenarios to be used in the OSCE; rating the participants on the scales; comparing faculty member ratings of test participants; and discussion about use of the scales to achieve more similar ratings.
Measures
OSCE Adapted for Social Work Performance Rating Scale
This scale was previously constructed as a set of nine dimensions and a single global rating of overall performance (for 10 items), deemed to be assessable in a 15 minute interview . The dimensions assess procedural competencies such as the ability to develop a collaborative relationship with the client, assessment skills, goal setting and cultural competence. Each dimension is evaluated by a rater on a scale of one (poor performance) to five (excellent performance) with each level of the scale being anchored with clear performance descriptors. In the study that evaluated the tool across five different OSCE stations, the internal consistency was high at each station with the average Cronbach's alpha across the 5 stations of 0.92. The reliability of the rating tool across stations was moderate, with a 5 station alpha of 0.55 . On the specific scenarios selected for this study, the Performance Scale demonstrated moderate internal consistency for Scenario 1 (Cronbach's alpha = 0.69) and high internal consistency for Scenario 2 (Cronbach's alpha=0.91).
To assess the construct validity of the examination, the total OSCE scores of the examination participants at three experience levels (completed Year 1, completed Year 2, and more than 5 years of experience) were compared. Analysis of variance revealed a significant effect of experience for the performance ratings (F2,20=4.30, p<.05) with experience level accounting for 30.1% of the variance in participant scores .
OSCE Adapted for Social Work Post-OSCE Reflective Dialogue Rating Scale
The reflective dialogue scale has nine dimensions that assess meta-competencies such as the ability to conceptualize practice, self-regulation, and professional development ). In the previous study, this scale similarly demonstrated internal consistency with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.93. The reliability across stations was moderate, with a 5 station alpha of 0.48. This suggests some evidence for the generalizability of individual scores across the range EVALUATING AN OBJECTIVE STRUCTURED 13 of scenarios tested. On the specific scenarios selected for this study, the internal consistency of the Reflection Scale was 0.78 for Scenario 1 and 0.90 for Scenario 2.
Student Satifaction
Students completed a survey containing seven questions rated on a five point likert-type scale. The questions addressed their perceptions of the effectiveness of this model for evaluation and for learning, whether it should be used in future, and the overall value of the method.
Online Practice-Based Evaluation Tool
The Online Practice-Based Evaluation Tool allows field instructors to assess student performance in the field practicum on six dimensions: learning and growth; behaviour in the organization; conceptualizing practice; clinical relationships; assessment and intervention; and professional communication. Students complete the same tool as a form of self-evaluation. For each dimension, the evaluator is required to select from the list of descriptive phrases those that best described the student using a pull down menu. Once all relevant phrases are selected for each dimension, and the evaluation is submitted, a numercial value of 1-5 is automatically assigned to each selected phrase based on level of performance in previous testing of the tool (Bogo et al., 2004) . A mean score is derived for each dimension and a final score is calculated as the unweighted average of the 6 dimensional scores. The tool has excellent internal consistency with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.99 for instructors and 0.98 for students . Further, the tool is able to differentiate levels of performance at mid-term and final evaluation.
Results
Of the 125 students who took the OSCE as a course requirement, 109 students consented to participate in the study and allow the researchers to use their data. Performance in the OSCE was evaluated by eight different raters. There were no significant differences in scores between individual raters on the OSCE Performance Scale. However, two raters were significantly different than the others on the OSCE Reflections Scale. One rater had significantly lower scores and one rater had significantly higher scores.
OSCE Scores
There were a wide range of scores on both the performance scale and the reflection scale, indicating that differences in student abilities were captured by the scale. Total scores on the Performance Scale ranged from 11 to 28.5 with a mean of 20.65 (SD 4.22) out of a possible score of 50. Total scores on the Reflection Scale ranged from 10 to 38 with a mean of 27.14 (SD 6.50) out of a total possible score of 45. Reflection Scale scores and Performance Scale scores were correlated with one another (r=0.57, p≤0.001). There was no significant difference in Performance Scale scores between the two different scenarios (the young disraught mother or the elderly woman). However, the case with the young disraught mother resulted in significantly lower scores on the Reflection Scale (T=3.92, p≤0.001). This appeared to reflect the fact that students had less life experience with young mothers to guide their reflections.
The Association Between OSCE Scores and Practicum Scores
Correlational analyses revealed an association between both OSCE Reflection Scale scores and OSCE Performance Scale scores and field instructor final evaluations of student performance in the practicum on the Online Practice-Based Evaluation tool. The association between the final practicum score and the OSCE Performance Scale total score and the practicum and the OSCE Reflection Scale total score were r=.23 (p=.027) and r=.38 (p=.004) respectively.
Sub-scales on the Online Practice-Based Evaluation tool were combined to provide two additional scales; one for meta-competencies and one for procedural competencies in the clinical domain. Meta-competencies consisted of learning and growth, behaviour in the organization, and conceptualizing practice. Procedural competencies consisted of clinical relationships and assessment and intervention. These combined scales were based on our previous work (Bogo et al., 2006; . The reliability of combined Meta-Competencies sub-scale as determined by a Cronbach's alpha was .83. The reliability of the combined Procedural sub-scale was moderate (Cronbach's alpha, .70).
Meta-competencies in the field evaluation were associated with both OSCE Reflection Scale and OSCE Performance Scale scores (r=.36, p=.001 and r=.22, p=.029 respectively).
Procedural competencies were associated with only OSCE Reflection Scale scores (r=.27, p=.017). Associations between OSCE subscales and practicum evaluation subscales can be found in Table 1 . However, the scatterplots (Figures 1-4) reveal that the associations are indicative of the fact that students who struggle in the practicum also tend to do poorly in the OSCEs. In students receiving practicum ratings of 4-5, there is no clear association between OSCE scores and ratings in the practicum.
Significant associations were found between practicum instructor ratings of students at the mid-term and OSCE scores on two subscales: the clinical relationship subscale of the practicum evaluation tool and the OSCE reflection professional development subscale (r=.26, p=.028) and the practicum communication subscale and reflection self-awareness and total scales (r=.23, p=.041; r=.32; p=.013). There was no significant association between OSCE scores and student self-appraisals in the practicum at either mid-term or final evaluation times.
Insert Table 1 and Figures 1-4 
Student Response to the OSCE
Students reported high levels of satisfaction with the method. The majority of students perceived that it was an effective assessment of their skills and that it was an effective learning tool that they would recommend to other students. This data is presented in Table 2 .
Insert Table 2
Discussion and Applications to Social Work Educators using competency-based frameworks across professions are searching for multiple methods to assess educational outcomes; methods that are authentic, reliable and valid, and also feasible to administer. Following pilot testing of the OSCE Adapted for Social Work the University of Toronto Research Team modified the approach and used a one station OSCE to assess students' competence after completion of the first semester prior to entering the field practicum. The study found promising results of this assessment method as well as challenges.
The adapted OSCE format can be used to assess competence in a particular course, at the end of a semester, a program year, or the entire program. Since the holistic competence model we tested maps well onto the EPAS core competencies framework (CSWE, 2008) , social work educators may wish to use the conceptualization of competence and related scales. Specifically, the holistic competence model recognizes and assesses the inter-relationships between foundational procedural competencies of engagement and assessment (2.1.10, a, b) and competencies related to professionalism (2.1.1), ethics (2.1.2), critical thinking (2.1.3), diversity (2.1.4), and applying knowledge (2.1.7). Through the assessment of two inter-related dimensions, performance of procedural competencies and reflections which provide some evidence of meta-competencies, this OSCE format appears able to provide a measure of students' ability to demonstrate skillful practice behavior and articulate the underlying set of knowledge and values that inform intentional practice. In this manner it illuminates students' integration of theory and practice and may provide an assessment method that could form part of a suite of tools.
The strength of the approach was evident in the ability of the method to capture a wide range of student competence on both the scale that assessed performance and that assessed written reflections on that performance. Educators are universally concerned about grade inflation both in academic courses and in the field practicum. For example, studies find limited variability and student scores clustered at the high end in social work field practicum evaluation (Bogo et al., 2004; Sowbel, 2011) and field instructors report the difficulty in assessment in the context of an intense dyadic relationship . The variability in student scores captured through these scales may be due to a number of factors; that raters were observing approximately 14 standardized interviews and structured written reflections thus having the chance to see numerous examples of competence (rather than only one as in field evaluations) and that raters did not know and hence were not affected by their relationships with the students.
Regarding student competence, Performance and Reflection Scale scores were correlated pointing to the inter-related nature of meta-competencies, the ability to reflect on internal cognitive processes and subjective reactions in conceptualization of practice, with procedural competencies, intentionally using skillful behaviors. This holistic view of practice underscores the importance of classroom teachers and field instructors drawing explicit and aritculated links between theory, research, subjective reactions, and use of skills. A competency-based educational framework has the potential to focus teaching in this direction.
The association between the OSCE scores and the Field Evaluation Tool was not straightforward. Students who did well on the OSCE also did well in the practicum, students who struggled in practicum also did poorly on OSCE. However, not all students who struggled on the OSCE had trouble in the practicum. Clearly the simulation in the OSCE was able to identify students who then had difficulty in the actual world of practice. However the OSCE also identified a number of "false positives". This could be a result of the fact that some students simply do not perform well when under the pressure of an examination and observation by a rater and this would be a limitation of this assessment method. Or, some students may have been correctly assessed in the OSCE format and were able to learn and progress through the second semester as a result of their development, being in a field setting with actual clients, and/or being taught by a skillful field instructor. Also, it may be that the populations and problems represented in the OSCE (an older woman and a young mother) were not representative of those particular students encountered in their field setting.
Another interpretation of the "false positive" finding regarding associations between the OSCE and field evaluation scores relates to the nature of field instructor evaluations. While confident in the properties of the field evaluation tool used in the study we are not certain that field instructors actually observe student performance in their settings.
Ratings on the practicum tool may relate more to meta-competencies -the way in which students reflect on, write about, and discuss their practice -than on their actual performance with clients. Support for this explanation comes from studies that found instructors rarely observe students' practice (Maidment, 2000; Rogers & McDonald, 1995) . As well the main associations between the OSCE scores and field evaluation scores were between "meta competencies" and not actual skills. Meta-competencies are assessed in the OSCE through the reflection component and, we propose, in the field through the field instructor's interaction with the student and review of written material. As a result the two assessment approaches may tap into a stable construct, the student's ability to reflect on and articulate the underpinnings of practice -both conceptual and subjective domains. Although in the OSCE the client experience is simulated, the aspect being evaluated is the student's ability to reflect on the experience. In this respect it is similar enough to the experience in the field.
A final interpretation of this finding is that a one station OSCE is not a valid assessment of student competence. Clearly for high stakes evaluations, such as those that determine readiness to graduate or license to practice, multiple scenarios are required and this is the case in related professions. Even in our five station OSCE we noted that skills are to some extent context specific and for greater generalizability of scores more stations are needed. And yet, social work programs generally do not have sufficient resources to mount extensive OSCE scenarios. As a result they have relied on proxy measures such as written essays or tests. Field evaluations should more closely approach Gambrill's proposal, offered a decade ago: "The best measure of students' competence however, is their ability to effectively perform the core functions of the profession in practice situations" (Gambrill, 2001) . These evaluations however have also been fraught with difficulties as noted. OSCEs can provide a bridge between the authenticity of assessment of practice in real situations and traditional written assignments.
Hence, it is with cautious optimism that we suggest the design and testing of limited station OSCEs for social work.
Finally it is important to note, the OSCE method adapted for social work described in this study was extremely well received by students. The great majority valued the experience not only as a method for fairly assessing their competence but also as contributing to their learning.
This finding is similar to that in other studies where high enthusiasm and support is given by students and instructors (Logie et al., in press ).
Notwithstanding the limitations found, the OSCE method warrants further replication, adaptation, and investigation regarding its potential for social work educational outcomes assessment. Research and scholarship that examines and develops a rich array of reliable, valid, and feasible assessment methods will surely contribute to advancing our knowledge of effective pedagogy in social work. 
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